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Christianity in Modern Japanese Education (3)

Foundation of Christian Private Schools in the late
Tokugawa Era and the Early Years of the Meiji Era in Japan

Nobuyasu HIRASAWA®

Abstract

In the middle of the nineteenth century the arrival of Western ships shocked the Japan
of the Tokugawa era. They demanded that Japan should’ open the country’ to‘provide fuel
(coal), food and water for steamboats. In 1858 the Tokugawa Shogunate concluded a treaty
with the US.A and then concluded similar treaties with other strong Western countries in
succession.

As a result of these treaties, several ports were opened to foreign countries and trade
began. At the same time, missionaries were sent by Christian sects, mainly from America.

The shogunate carried out a policy that prohibited Christian belief. The new Meiji
governfnent followed this policy and continued to suppress Christians.

Regarded as secret agents, missionaries were put under strict observation at the end
of the Edo period. Under these circumstances they learnt the Japanese language, and tried
to translate the Bible into Japanese.

Some of them were engaged in medical welfare. Others were invited to schools in
various places in Japan. They taught adolescents English or science. The missionaries
found that young intellectuals in Japan had a strong thirst for knowledge.

This paper describes the foundation of private schools, the social and political
background of the acceptance of Christianity into Japan, and the deregulation of the policy
of suppressing the Christian belief.
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